
Two of this year’s YLF participants relax at the annual banquet, which 
featured ARS Commissioner Robert Treviño and Grover Evans, who 
shared his experiences as an Olympics swimmer. 

Youth Leadership Forum: An Investment in the Future 
It’s part camp. Part confer-

ence. Part networking. Even 
part college orientation. 

But above all else, the 
Youth Leadership Forum is 
100 percent valuable for the 
high school juniors and se-
niors who attend the week- 
long session held every July 
at the University of Central Ar-
kansas in Conway. 

Sponsored by Arkansas 
Rehabilitation Services and 
the Governor’s Commission 
on People with Disabilities, 
YLF is in its eighth year with 
11 participants and three 
young people who got so 
much out of it in previous 
years that they returned as 
peer counselors. 

“The goal of YLF is simple,” 
DWE Director John Wyvill 
says. He was involved with 
the program when he served 
as commissioner of ARS. 
“(That goal is) to help young 
people with disabilities under-
stand who they are, to teach 
them leadership skills, and to 
give them the resources to 
control their own destiny.” 

Open to students with 

physical, mental, or sensory dis-
abilities, the free program pro-
vides intense training in disabil-
ity law and frank discussions on 
ethical questions and the stu-
dents’ responsibilities as future 
leaders. It also includes plenty of 

opportunity to network with state 
officials and community leaders 
who have overcome disabilities. 

Caitlin Avant of Bauxite admits 
she was apprehensive about at-
tending this year’s forum. She 
had never been away from home 
for a week, and she wasn’t sure 
she would get that much out of 
YLF. But four days into it, she was 

hoping to return as a counselor. 
Besides offering her a taste of 

what it will be like to live on a col-
lege campus, Caitlin says YLF 
has given her “a lot of knowledge 
about what I can do in college to 
help me achieve my goals after 

college. It’s been a great experi-
ence.” 

As much as she enjoyed the 
training and discussions, Caitlin 
also appreciated the opportuni-
ties to network and the social ac-
tivities – movies and popcorn, a 
tour of the Capitol, a birthday 
party for the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act, and a dance. 

For Ida Esh’t, executive di-
rector of the Governor’s Com-
mission on People with Dis-
abilities, YLF boils down to 
empowerment. Her greatest 
reward each year is watching 
the students grow and de-
velop and seeing that sense 
of empowerment when they 
leave at the end of the week. 

“The focus truly is on ABIL-
ITY and the positive usage of 
working with what we have to 
achieve our goals in life,” Ida 
says. “YLF provides a unique 
opportunity for the future of 
these young adults.” 

As YLF wraps up today for 
another year, the students will 
go home to put in practice 
what they have learned, and 
the staff and volunteers who 
made it possible will begin 
planning for next year. The 
forums “get better each year 
because of input we get from 
those who’ve attended,” Carl 
Enna, YLF coordinator, says. 

Considering the students 
who attended this year, Carl 
and the YLF staff will be get-
ting a lot of good ideas for YLF 
2007. 


